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Introduction 


We do not have precise data regarding internet access in Nepal. The latest information 
released by the Nepal Telecommunication Authority in 2023 indicates that between August 
18th and September, approximately 29 million people, which represents 137.68% of the 
population, had internet access. [Nepal 2023] However, according to 
https://datareportal.com/, the access rate is estimated to be around 51.6%. [datareportal 2023] 
Additionally, Census data from the National Statistics Office in 2023 shows that 37.72% of 
households have internet access. [National 2023] Despite these discrepancies in the data, it is 
evident that Nepal, as a South Asian country, has witnessed significant growth in internet 
users throughout the 2020s. 


The development of the Internet in Nepal shows a gradual increase in user numbers over an 
extended period. In the 1980s, individuals like Bharat Dutta Koirala gained access to emails, 
while others at the Royal Nepal Academy of Science and Technology (RONAST) utilized the 
Indian Education and Research Network (ERNET) for internet access in the 1990s. 
[Upadhyaya 2003] ERNET informally began distributing emails to software companies after 
1992. [Ramani 2011] The first internet service provider in Nepal, Mercantile 
Communication, acquired access to the Internet by requesting ERNET around 1992-1993. 
Subsequently, it offered email services to others free of charge. [Saud 2022] Later, Mercantile 
Service secured its own domain name, mos.com.np, in February 1995 and commenced 
commercial Internet service on July 15, 1995, by establishing homepages. [Upadhyaya 
2003a] Another internet service provider, Worldlink, emerged in September 1995, initially 
providing email services before introducing internet access in 1997. [Nepali 2020] A 
significant policy change occurred in 1999 when the government permitted ISPs to employ 
their own VSAT technology. Consequently, by 2000, there were 11 ISPs delivering internet 
services in Nepal. [ITU 2000] According to recent data from the Nepal Telecommunication 
Authority spanning August 18 to September 17, 2023, there were approximately 20 internet 
service providers operating in Nepal. [Nepal 2023] 


This essay analyzes the landscape of internet users in Nepal during the 2020s. Given the 
absence of a comprehensive study on these users, this study discusses various sociotechnical 
factors. It examines aspects like the digitalization of government services, the rise of 
e-commerce, the influence of social media platforms, and the impact on online news media. 
The essay draws insights from an analysis of previous studies and news materials to shed 
light on this subject. 


Internet Users in Nepal till 2019 


This section presents the circumstances that facilitated the significant expansion of internet 
users during the 2020s. Understanding this transformative shift involves examining elements 
such as digital culture, policies, and infrastructure. 


In an era where internet access was expensive and reliant on dial-up services, a considerable 
number of individuals were unable to afford internet connections within their households. 
Accessing the internet required additional telephone lines. Hence, initially, early internet 
users in Nepal primarily comprised staff members from foreign embassies and NGOs. By 
August 1995, Mercantile Communications had a mere 120 subscribers. [Maharjan 2019] 


Individuals lacking personal internet access at home frequented cybercafés, which emerged in 
major cities. The first cybercafé, K@thmandu Cybermatha Tea House, was established in 
Kathmandu by Mercantile Communications in 1997. [Joshi 2023] Initially targeting trekkers 
seeking communication with family and friends, it soon became apparent that the interest in 
the internet extended beyond foreigners. By 1997, local youths had also become intrigued by 
these cybercafés. [Greenwald 1997] 


Several factors contributed to the surge in cybercafé usage in Nepal. Students utilized these 
spaces primarily for completing assignments, while middle-aged individuals used them to 
connect with relatives abroad. Moreover, many patrons frequented cybercafés to engage in 
online conversations with strangers and access entertainment options. [Shiwakoti 2009] As 
the user base expanded, the cost of using these cafés decreased. By 2004, due to heightened 
competition, the price had reduced to Rs. 15 per hour. [Shrestha 2004] 


One study estimated that by 2009, there were approximately 5000 cybercafés in Nepal. [SAP 
2009] However, in September 2010, citing concerns over cybercrimes and access to explicit 
content, the government issued orders to dismantle cabins offering secrecy and privacy. 
[Nepal 2010] Around 2010, the availability of affordable data plans and the widespread 
accessibility of mobile phones led to a decline in cybercafé usage. Some cybercafés 
transformed their operations and transitioned into photography shops in Kathmandu. [Joshi 
2023] 


Individuals in rural areas lacking access to cybercafés turned to telecentres. The early pilot 
project for telecentres began in 1999. The government and UNDP collaborated to establish 15 
telecentres across nine districts. These telecentres aimed to utilize ICT for various 
developmental purposes such as telemedicine, distance learning, agricultural information 
dissemination, natural disaster mitigation, and environmental protection. [Economic 2005] 
By 2011, approximately 400 telecentres were operational in Nepal, established by various 
state 

offices and other entities including email, internet access, faxing, photocopying, and ICT 
training. [Economic 2012]. 


By 2011, approximately 400 telecentres were operational in Nepal, established by various 
state offices and other entities. [Ghimire 2012] Examining a telecentre near Kathmandu in 
Panauti provides insights into its functions. Established around 2004, this telecentre offered 
services Commission for Asia and the Pacific 2005]. 


However, challenges emerged in sustaining these telecentres. A 2008 study revealed that due 
to the inability to afford internet connection charges from the Nepal Telecommunication 
Company, the telecentre in Panauti lost access to the internet. Consequently, the number of 
visitors declined. [Amatya 2008] As internet access became more readily available in nearby 
locations, the usage of telecentres decreased. [Ghimire 2012] Subsequently, another study 
reported the closure of the Panauti telecentre since 2010. [Shilpakar 2016] 


Although this example illustrates the gradual decline in the popularity of telecentres, they 
represented a crucial innovation that provided internet access to underserved areas in Nepal. 


Although the value of various initiatives dwindled, the Nepal Wireless Networking Project 
led by Mahabir Pun achieved notable success. Commencing in 2002, the project aimed to 
extend internet access to the people of rural areas. By 2006, Pun had successfully established 
a WiFi connection and internet access in 12 Himalayan villages. Over the years, the project 
expanded its reach significantly, connecting 175 remote villages across 15 districts by 2014. 
This expansion facilitated advancements in e-commerce, e-healthcare, e-learning, weather 
monitoring, money transfers, and community discussions, earning recognition in the Internet 
Hall of Fame in 2014. [Internet 2014] 

Accessing government welfare programs necessitated internet usage. The country's IT Policy 
of 2000 vaguely mentioned the use of information technology to assist E-governance. 
[HisMajesty's 2000] The discourse on E-governance in Nepal commenced around 2000, 
coinciding with the formulation of the IT policy. To prepare this policy, five strategy papers 
were devised, including topics like ‘universal access to information', 'human resource 
development’, 'information and communication infrastructure’, 'E-governance’, and 'software 
production and application'. Notably, the E-governance paper authored by Rajesh Upadhyaya 
from the Ministry of Science and Technology emphasized the necessity of E-governance for 
ensuring good governance. It discussed aspects such as computerization of government 
services, the establishment of a national IT network, and the development of information 
systems. [Upadhyaya 2001] 


The initiatives related to e-governance gained momentum after the establishment of National 
Information Telecommunication Centre (NITC) in 2001. The comprehensive plan for 
e-government activities took shape in 2006 through the e-government master plan 
consultation report, drafted by experts from South Korea and Nepal. This plan outlined 
various activities including national identification, passport registration systems, e-health, 
e-vehicle, and e-post. It recommended prioritizing national identification, government 
portals, Enterprise Architecture (EA), and GIDC. [Adhikari 2012] 


Around 2008, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) agreed to fund a project encompassing 
e-governance aspects. This project played a crucial role in developing the infrastructure and 
systems facilitating e-government programs. [Adhikari 2012] By 2008, several e-government 
initiatives such as online case tracking at the Supreme Court (SC), online tax filing at the 
Inland Revenue Department (IRD), online registration, renewals, and counseling at the 
Cottage & Small Industries Office (CSIO), and the establishment of e-procurement platforms 
had commenced. [Paudel 2014]. 


Under the ADB-funded project, Nepali citizens received smart driving licenses in 2015 and 
National ID Cards in 2018. [Maharjan 2021; Maharjan 2021a] These milestones mark the 
progression of e-government programs in Nepal. 


These endeavors including the activities of Nepal Research and Education Network — NREN 
by providing of fastest communication services to universities, schools, hospital and 
charitable organizations, undeniably contributed to a surge in online users across Nepal where 
digital divide prevails. These policies and programs were made feasible due to advancements 
in technology. Notably, the introduction of 4G in 2017, initially in Kathmandu and Pokhara, 
marked a significant leap in connectivity. [NewBusinessAge 2017] Furthermore, the Rural 
Telecommunication Development Fund, established by allocating two percent of revenue 


from telecommunication operators, played a pivotal role in enhancing infrastructure. This 
fund was utilized for projects such as laying optical fiber, which commenced in 2016. 
[Himalayan 2016]. These technological advancements significantly facilitated the expansion 
and improvement of telecommunications across the country. 


Internet Users in the 2020s 


This section examines the landscape of internet users in Nepal during the 2020s. 
Understanding this context requires considering the growth of the internet until 2019, coupled 
with the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, which accelerated the pace of digital transitions and 
catalyzed the transformation of Nepali society. 

The pandemic instigated a profound digital transformation across all sectors and throughout 
the entire country. Following the Nepal government's announcement of a lockdown in March 
2020, online education, which was previously not widely preferred, swiftly became the new 
normal. Students became active users of the Internet, with many experiencing its use for the 
first time. Platforms like Zoom and other similar software gained immense popularity 
worldwide. 

Online education was adopted for a period of one or two years, recognizing its stark 
differences from traditional in-person classes. This shift laid bare the digital inequality 
prevalent in society, highlighting disparities among the haves, have-less, and have-nots. 
Consequently, working from home emerged as a new work culture, further propelling digital 
transitions across various sectors. These transformations significantly increased the 
consumption of internet bandwidth, which surged from 500 Gbps to 780 Gbps within a year. 
According to news reports, the number of broadband users increased by 10.63% from 2020 to 
2021, indicating the rapid growth in internet usage during this period. [Prasai 2021] 


The limitations on physical interaction prompted a significant shift towards social media 
platforms, notably TikTok. Throughout 2020, there was a surge in people actively posting 
videos on various social media platforms. In June 2020, it was reported in the news that 
members of the former royal family had joined TikTok, uploading videos that gained viral 
attention. [Republica 2020] Data analysis indicated that by September 2020, TikTok alone 
accounted for 25 percent of the total bandwidth consumption [Nepali 2020]. During the 2022 
election period, the widespread use of TikTok prompted the Election Commission to organize 
a competition encouraging users to create election-related videos on the platform. [Republica 
2022] 


A survey conducted in the same year highlighted that while Facebook and YouTube remained 
popular, TikTok usage was notably high, with 56% of the 5582 respondents indicating their 
use of the platform. In comparison, Facebook and YouTube were used by 91% and 89% of 
respondents, respectively [Dixit 2022]. The attraction towards TikTok might be attributed to 
its capacity to provide instant fame and its user-friendly interface, as reported by a news 
outlet, describing the platform's overwhelming popularity. [Nepali 2022] 


TikTok gained immense popularity among young audiences in Nepal, prompting the 
government to impose a ban on November 13, 2023, despite its 2.2 million users in the 
country. The government cited disruptions to "social harmony and goodwill" as the reason for 
the ban. However, many users and activists contested this justification. [Sharma 2023] The 
platform's ease of use and ability to monetize content attracted users, but it also led to 
instances where TikTokers were prohibited from recording videos in certain religious sites 
due to noise disturbances and perceived nuisances. [Joshi 2022] Following the government's 
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decision, several human rights activists and legal professionals have challenged against the 
ban [Sharma 2023]. 


The government is actively promoting the digitalization of government services, emphasizing 
the use of foundational ID, national identity cards, and the Nagarik app. To encourage 
compliance, various measures have been implemented. In August 2022, the Medical 
Education Commission mandated national identity numbers for individuals appearing for 
medical education exam entrances. [Rauniyar 2022] Subsequently, in February 2023, the 
government made possessing a national identity number a prerequisite for obtaining a 
passport. [Ktmtoday 2023] However, the management of these services was marred by 
inefficiencies, leading to inconvenience for citizens who faced challenges such as enduring 
long queues and overnight waits in the capital to acquire e-passports and national identity 
cards. [Sharma 2022] 


By December 2023, despite over 13.5 million individuals being registered, only 150 thousand 
people had received their national identity cards. [Setopati 2023] This initiative extends not 
only to Nepali citizens but also to foreigners residing in Nepal. 


The Government introduced the Nagarik App in January 2021 during the lockdown to 
facilitate access to government services. Initially, within four months, 600 thousand users 
downloaded. [Rastriya 2021] However, its popularity dwindled, and by December 2023, the 
number of active users decreased significantly, with only 20 thousand people using the app. 
[Sharma 2023a]. 


In the 2020s, there has been a significant surge in the utilization of e-commerce platforms. 
While e-payment services like E-sewa and Khalti were active in the late 2000s, their user 
bases experienced exponential growth following the pandemic. 


These platforms have experienced a surge in usage. Initially utilized primarily during 
festivals for sending gifts and various items, their functionality expanded significantly by the 
2020s. People began employing them for day-to-day activities, including paying school fees, 
government utility bills, and ordering goods from online platforms. Their integration into 
daily life became widespread and ubiquitous. E-sewa, which commenced in 2009, introduced 
a public beta version of its app, allowing people to conveniently pay bills related to internet, 
electricity, water, and more. By 2022, Nepal boasted 27 such digital wallets offering similar 
services [Acharya 2022]. A news report in 2021 estimated that there were approximately 4 
million digital wallet users in Nepal, indicating the substantial increase in adoption and 
reliance on digital payment platforms. [Shah 2021] 


Indeed, e-commerce platforms like Muncha.com and Thamel.com have historically catered 
more to Nepalese residing abroad. Thamel.com, established in 1999 as a chat platform, 
transitioned to connect the diaspora with their relatives in Nepal by offering gift delivery 
services during festivals. [Joshi 2022] 


A 2019 study, involving a survey of 300 individuals, revealed that people were utilizing 
services such as Daraz, Hamrobazar, Sastodeal, Esewa Pasal, and SmartDoko. While 43 
percent of respondents did not encounter issues with these platforms, 57 percent reported 
various problems such as receiving incorrect or damaged items, substandard goods, and 
delayed deliveries. [Vaidya 2019] 


Notably, just before the lockdown was implemented, individuals were actively using online 
shopping platforms like Sastodeal and Daraz Nepal. However, it was following Nepal's 
announcement of the lockdown in March 2020 that the demand for online shopping 
experienced a significant upsurge. [Poudel 2020] 


Following the onset of the pandemic, Nepal witnessed a surge in the establishment of news 
media outlets, paralleled by a substantial increase in their online readership. Many journalists, 
faced with job uncertainties, transitioned to start their own online news platforms, thereby 
altering the landscape of news media. Audiences not only fragmented but also shifted 
towards online platforms. As of November 9, 2023, Press Council Nepal had registered 4241 
online news media, reflecting this significant change. [Aryal 2022] 


The shift towards online news media began in 2014, but it was the aftermath of the March 
2020 lockdown that resulted in several newspapers ceasing their publications, leading to 
journalists losing their jobs. [Aryal 2022] This upheaval spurred the rise of online news 
media outlets. 


A comparison between two reports published by Sharecast Initiative Nepal in 2019 and 2023 
reveals notable changes in news media audiences. The 2019 survey, conducted among 4129 
respondents, showed a preference for television, followed by radio, the internet, and 
newspapers. Approximately 60% preferred television, 49% radio, 33% the internet, and 27% 
newspapers. [Sharecast 2019] 


However, the 2023 report among 5582 respondents indicates a shift in preferences, with 
higher interest in online news portals. The percentages of users for social media, television, 
radio, Nepali online news portals, and newspapers were 90%, 48.5%, 45.2%, 30%, and 15%, 
respectively. [Sharecast 2023] Notably, many radio and television channels are also 
accessible online, contributing to this trend. Although exact data on online news media users 
is unavailable, it's apparent that the numbers are steadily growing and these users have moved 
to digital platforms. 


Conclusion 


During the 2020s, Nepali users have undergone an unprecedented digital transformation, 
driven by various factors compelling or encouraging them to engage with digital 
technologies. Online education emerged as a significant catalyst, introducing a new segment 
of digital users, particularly school students who previously had limited or no exposure to the 
internet. The increased leisure time during this period also facilitated a surge in social media 
usage among Nepali users. The transition toward digital channels have enabled Nepali 
internet users to access both government and private services online. 


However, despite this significant shift, a substantial digital divide persists in Nepal. Census 
data indicates that more than half of all households lack access to the internet. Studies have 
highlighted the persistence of this digital divide at regional levels and in terms of the 
rural-urban divide. [Pandey 2017] 


While the Nepal Telecommunication Authority (NTA) provides data regarding internet 
access, it is crucial to engage in further debate and analysis as there still remains a notable 
segment of the population without internet access in Nepal. Addressing this digital divide 


remains a pertinent issue that requires continued attention and efforts towards equitable 
digital inclusion for all. 

However, new challenges regarding digital rights, encompassing cybersecurity, data 
protection, surveillance, freedom of expression, and digital literacy, have come to the 
forefront. Nepal has grappled with data breaches where user information has been 
compromised and made public due to security lapses. Despite the existence of the Privacy 
Act of 2018, which falls short in addressing crucial data protection issues. [Maharjan, 2022], 
Nepal still lacks comprehensive legislation to safeguard data. [Maharjan, 2023] In 2020, the 
country experienced three significant data leaks within a short span. [Maharjan 2023a] 
notably involving Vianet, an internet service provider, which exposed the data of 160,000 
users in April. [Republica 2020a] 


Furthermore, the freedom of expression in the digital realm has be curtailed imposing 
stringent laws such as the Electronic Transaction Act, 2006 and National Penal (Code) Act, 
2017. [Maharjan 2021b] Consequently, issues regarding digital rights have gained 
prominence in Nepal, demanding urgent attention. There's a pressing need to enhance the 
digital literacy of users, extending beyond students. [Maharjan 2020], to empower the general 
populace with comprehensive knowledge concerning the use, safety, and risks associated 
with software, digital platforms, and emerging generative Als. Strengthening digital literacy 
will be pivotal in mitigating risks and fostering a safer online environment for all Nepali 
citizens. 
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